Since 2000, the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) has become a policy approach increasingly used in the European policy making process. By focusing on research policy, this study examines the ways in which the OMC and the mutual learning initiatives have influenced the wider policy discourse in the European Union. The paper argues that it is important to think about the contributions of the OMC in research policy in more broad and fundamental ways. This theory-guided study takes an empirical approach to the OMC, providing significant evidence on mutual learning effects analyzed in terms of developing an authentic dialogue, shaping policy discourse, shaping policy networks and facilitating collaborative learning. The analysis reveals that the OMC changes the ways in which the representatives from the Member States and the European Commission contribute to research policy, leading to a promising foundation for further policy enhancement.
Introduction
The last couple of decades have witnessed an intense search for new public policy approaches that can effectively address complex social and economic problems (Nilsson et al. 2008) . Governments are increasingly emphasizing the need for evidence-based policy as an essential path to informed policy decisions. Scholarly literature has focused on analyzing the importance of research evidence in decision making (Hammersley 2005; Bogenschneider and Corbett 2010) , the significance of professional knowledge in policy-making (Nutley et al. 2007; Culyer and Lomas 2006) , and the benefits of employing analytical assessment tools to prove effectiveness of policies (Radaelli 2004; Nilsson et al. 2008) . While these outcome-oriented rational policy approaches are useful and anticipated, scholars note that policy change is usually a long term dynamic process that cannot be understood solely in linear terms (Kingdon 1984; Sabatier 1986) . It is the individual ideas, concepts and policy beliefs that shape the policy outcome over extended periods of time (e.g. Sabatier 1986; Jacobs 2009 ). The pressure to produce and evaluate policy results has often left the process of policy conversation itself in the shade. To make better use of evidence and foresee potential policy outcomes, it is of crucial importance to understand the nuances of the agency of individuals in cooperation with others, and the dynamics of how policy ideas shape the course of a policy process.
Research policy in the European Union (EU) is a field where a variety of interests, ideas, and policy beliefs meet. In the drive for increased economic competitiveness, EU policy makers are aiming for a better coordinated and more integrated policy approach ( Van Vught 2010) . Member States, on the other hand, demonstrate considerable resistance towards EU level policy intrusion (Gornitzka 2007) . In this diffuse policy environment, an array of policy instruments has been developed to deliver policy outcomes. In 2000, the European Union introduced a unique policy approach where policy makers and experts from the Member States and the European Commission (EC) get together, discuss policy ideas, and study from each other in a consciously constructed learning environment. This policy approach is called the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). This method is unique as it is a strategic attempt to bring together experts from diverse socio-economic and cultural environments (27 EU Member States and associated countries) to discuss specific policy areas, explore solutions, share country-specific examples, and at the end, design policy recommendations applicable for diverse national settings.
The OMC approach has triggered a significant amount of criticism from scholars who mainly point to the limited nature of any tangible policy change at the national or European level (e.g. Kaiser and Prange 2004; Szyszcak 2006; Kröger 2009a ). This study proposes that the impact of the Open Method of Coordination should not be understood purely in instrumental terms but should also be analyzed in terms of broader conceptual shifts taking place over longer periods of time.
This study is guided by the following research question: How does the OMC mutual learning initiative contribute to and shape the European research policy? It analyzes initiatives of the OMC working groups where the focus is on the process of policy development rather than specific outcomes that have been translated into policy change. The author hypothesizes that the OMC mutual learning exercises impact the dynamics among actors, thus preparing grounds for collaboration and ultimately fostering new approaches to policy making. The author argues that the OMC changes the ways in which participants think about policy problems, which in turn lays a solid foundation for enhancing European research policy. The study takes a theory-guided empirical approach to the OMC, providing significant empirical evidence to support the hypothesis.
Open Method of Coordination in Research Policy: The Existing Argument
The Open Method of Coordination is a policy making method of the European Union and its Member States characterized by voluntary policy coordination through mutual learning initiatives (Borrás and Radaelli 2010) . The process is set up as a non-binding, bottom-up initiative where the decision making power lies in the hands of the Member States. The process is guided and facilitated by the European Commission, which analyzes the progress reports and disseminates recommendations for each of the Member States ( Van Vught 2010) . Ruiter (2010) lists four initiatives that form the infrastructure of the OMC: 1) guidelines or objectives, 2) indicators and benchmarks, 3) National Action Plans (NAPs) or National Reform Programmes (NRPs), and 4) peer-learning groups. These tools are set up for monitoring and evaluating the progress of policy coordination among the Member States with the aim of achieving greater economic development in the region. It has a cyclical nature (typically yearly, sometimes in three year cycles) where Member States report to the European Commission on its achievements and progress. The OMC is very closely linked to research and innovation policies. It was first introduced in 2000 and was seen as the main instrument to reach the ambitious goals of the Lisbon Strategy for economic competitiveness-to become "the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy" (European Parliament, 2000) . The diversity of the research systems across the EU Member States has been a significant challenge in delivering the goals of the Lisbon Strategy. As noted by Kaiser and Prange (2004) , the variations in legislative and budgetary powers lead to different research and innovation policies; the range of institutions and national coordination mechanisms along with a remarkable diversification in research performance prevent achieving common European research policy. In addition, there is a considerable resistance among the Member States to allow European interference in national research policies (Gornitzka 2009 ). To ensure better integration of national research policies, the political leaders agreed to work towards creating the European Research Area (ERA), a concept to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the fragmented European research landscape (Van Vught 2010) . In research policy, the OMC was seen as an instrument for intergovernmental policy analysis and was expected to provide the formal setting for initiating policy debates among countries in areas of research and innovation. As a "soft" policy instrument, the method was designed to use peer pressure and "naming and shaming" as opposed to legal interference in order to create stronger member state involvement in the development of European research policy ( Van Vught 2010) .
One of the crucial dimensions in the dynamics of the OMC is policy learning, through a process of incorporating individual agency at the level of policy ideas and beliefs. Policy learning is understood as a process of updating one's beliefs or changing one's views about key components of policy through social interaction (Zito and Schout 2011; Radaelli 2009 ). Several authors have emphasized the importance of learning capacity, linking it to one potential mechanism for gradual policy change (Lundvall et al. 2002; Zito and Schout 2011; Radaelli 2009 ). Nilsson et al. (2008) state that everyday policy making is part of a long term process of learning and strategizing, in which common views and political coalitions are constantly formed and reconstituted over time. While analyzing policy making in the EU, Eising (2002) , argues that as a result of policy learning and knowledge exchange, countries' basic policy preferences can change. Zahra and George (2002) note that the capacity to absorb information through learning allows organizations and institutions to better adapt to their changing environments and have an advantage over their competitors. Lundvall et al. (2002) argue that interactive policy learning can lead to innovation and increased economic performance. Some authors believe that policy change resulting from gradual knowledge accumulation through learning can have long lasting and more stable policy results (Lundvall et al. 2002) . Therefore, policy learning is often seen as a tool for "a soft mode of governance" where change is triggered through voluntary mechanisms without legal interference (Borrás and Conzelmann 2007; Kröger 2009a; Van Vught 2010) . Policy learning is used in the OMC as a way of motivating Member States to participate and engage actively in policy processes. Learning from each other and considering best practices of others is expected to enhance policy coordination through the OMC. The White Paper on European Governance articulates the aim of the OMC as follows:
The open method of co-ordination is used on a case by case basis. It is a way of encouraging co-operation, the exchange of best practice and agreeing on common targets and guidelines for Member States, sometimes backed up by national action plans as in the case of employment and social exclusion. It relies on regular monitoring of progress to meet those targets, allowing Member States to compare their efforts and learn from the experience of others. (European Commission 2001, 20) According to this statement, the primary goal of the OMC is not only achieving a set of indicators determined by the National Action Plans, but mainly facilitating discussions and enhancing cooperation among the Member States, in a situation where knowledge exchange and policy learning are set in the centre stage. The OMC is regarded as a process, where information and communication are used to shape a shared understanding of common policies ( Van Vught 2010) .
The main debate in the scholarly community has tended to focus on issues of the effectiveness and measurable outcomes of the OMC. The outcomes of the OMC have been analyzed in terms of national policy performance and change, effects on EU-level policy paradigms, effects on the transformation in EU law, and effects on governance patterns (e.g. Borrás and Greve 2004; Kröger 2009a; Borrás and Radaellli 2010) . There are both supporters and critics of the OMC approach. The supporters mostly argue on the basis of the increased democratic transparency in EU policy making and the impact OMC has had for increased Europeanization (Borrás and Conzelmann 2007; Radaelli 2008) . Szyszcak (2006) states that the OMC has helped increase the competence of the European Union to regulate areas where the traditional Community legislative processes had been weak (e.g. environmental policy) or where new areas require coordination of Member State policy (e.g. sustainable development strategies). De Elera (2006) argues that the European Research Area, with the help of the OMC in research policy, could potentially foster a European identity through the creation of common values. However, so far economic considerations have prevailed and the possibilities of civil society providing inputs for this policy have not been fully used. Room (2005) points out that the OMC recognizes the role of a wide range of actors, not just national governments, thus helping to alleviate criticisms about the lack of transparency in the EU's policy making.
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The absence of tangible results at the level of national policies has triggered most of the criticism in this area. Kröger (2009b) , analyzing the changes in social policy in France and Germany, could not detect any significant effects as a result of the OMC. The author notes that the actual changes in social policy in these countries were taking place before the introduction of National Action Plans. Morano-Foadi (2008) , making reference to the Italian research policy, has illustrated how the lack of a powerful enforcement mechanism in relation to the transfer of best practices in Italy has served as a challenge in achieving policy change at the national level. McGuinness and O'Carroll (2010) see the potential impact of the OMC on national research systems in achieving convergence, but not necessarily of a quantitative kind.
Lacking in this debate is a consideration of less visible and measurable change, which is crucial in terms of longer term policy effects. There is a lack of analysis of the primary goal of the OMC-the contribution to the common policy understanding and facilitation of policy learning that in the long run provide a foundation for stable policy results. There is a significant literature about the OMC and its relation to mutual learning (Nedergaard 2007; Radaelli 2008; Hartlapp 2009 ), but again, it is often critical of attempts to measure learning in relation to the outcomes of policy change (e.g. Radaelli 2008 ). There are many scholars who admit that the specific outcomes of policy learning are difficult to identify and practically impossible to quantify (McGuiness and O'Carroll 2010; Zeitlin 2011) . These authors point to methodological reasons. The challenge lies not only in managing the variety of government systems within the EU countries, but determining a causal relationship of policy learning based on collaboration between EU institutions and Member State governments without any legally binding sanctions (Borrás and Greve 2004; Gornitzka 2007) . Kröger (2009a) concludes that the general challenges with the OMC include too much information and too many documents along with too little time for discussion, language barriers and an emphasis on governmental reports rather than strategic plans, a lack of political elites in the OMC processes, a lack of transfer of what was eventually learned into the ministerial hierarchy, and institutional differences between welfare systems.
Zeitlin's (2011) study represents an example of recognizing the broader impact of the OMC process. His empirical research into the areas of employment and social inclusion shows that the OMC has been successful in many ways. First, it has contributed to the change in focus at the national level by introducing new ideas and concepts to the national policy debates that originate from the EU's policy discussions (e.g. lifelong learning, social inclusion). Second, it has contributed to better horizontal coordination and cross-sectorial integration of interdependent policy areas at the national level and enhanced vertical coordination between levels of governance (EU and country level). Third, the impact of mutual learning has led to the identification of common challenges and promising policy approaches at the EU level including statistical harmonization and capacity building (at both EU and national levels); it has also induced Member States to rethink established policy approaches and practices.
In spite of its criticism, the OMC process has not stopped. The most promising indicator seems to be the fact that all of the involved actors want to continue with policy learning as they find it a useful, valuable, and flexible means to harness the benefits of cooperation among the Member States (Warleigh-Lack and Drachenberg 2011). The European Commission's (2009) assessment of the OMC's influence (impact) on research policy states the continuous need to focus in the future on facilitating learning and strategic policy coordination rather than only exchanging information. The need to continue with mutual learning exercises through policy monitoring and coordination is continuously expressed and emphasized in various new strategic policy documents (e.g. Europe 2020, Innovation Union Communication).
Theoretical Framework
This study is informed by the theory of collaborative governance where policy making is facilitated through dialogue in a consensus-oriented decision making process (e.g. Connick and Innes 2001; Innes and Booher 2003; Ansell and Gash 2008) . The theory is useful in taking an alternative approach to the value assessment of the OMC. It focuses primarily on the process and the specific conditions needed to secure collaborative policy making. The theory emphasizes the dynamics of cooperation and competition among participants leading to new innovative knowledge through learning practices. Connick and Innes (2001, 9) understand collaborative governance as a process that includes "representatives of all relevant interests" and "engages various participants as they learn and interact." Ansell and Gash (2008, 544 ) take a more policyoriented approach and define collaborative governance as an arrangement where "one or more public agencies directly engage [non-]state stakeholders in a collective decision-making process that is formal, consensus-oriented, and deliberative and that aims to make or implement public policy or manage public programs or assets." This definition is useful as it focuses on the process and allows room for looking not only at policy outcomes (implementation) but management of policy initiatives in a broader sense.
How does this theory help us in understanding how changes in policy process are occurring? The theory proposes diversity and interdependence as two crucial conditions in establishing an authentic dialogue among participants (see Figure 1 ). Diversity is linked to competition as the representation of diverse interests leads to competing policy agendas. Interdependence is linked to cooperation as the policy agenda cannot be taken forward without relying on each other's knowledge, financial resources, or access to information. In this study, diversity is secured by involvement of a variety of actors (e.g. European Commission representatives, Ministry officials from country governments and area experts), each representing varied interests (e.g. political, professional, and/or personal). Mutual interdependence is maintained by a shared realization that only working together and relying on each others' expertise results in effective learning (e.g. working together helps to take the development of European research policy forward). As different ideas get proposed, discussed, and challenged, a conclusion needs to emerge that would respond to the various interests of the stakeholders. It requires considerable creativity to find actions that would respond to this wide set of competing interests and lead to innovative policy approaches. Based on this perspective, I hypothesize that diversity and interdependence matter in creating an authentic dialogue in the OMC process. Diversity triggers interests, allows collecting information on critical variables, allows policy comparisons, and ultimately contributes to learning (Sabatier 1986; Kaiser and Prange 2004) . Interdependence of each other's knowledge and resources helps to develop creativity in proposing policy recommendations or starting new collaborative projects (Innes and Booher 2003) . This perspective suggests that changes resulting from the authentic dialogue are gradual and diffuse rather than instrumental and focused. Innes and Booher (2003) note that policy making in this framework should be analyzed not in terms of specific policy outcomes, but in terms of indicators relevant to the process itself such as the restructuring of policy networks and policy discourse, the emergence of social capital, empathetic relationships among participants, collective learning (what has been learnt), and increased capacity for innovation. As a result of collaboration among diverse groups of stakeholders (Member States, associated countries and the European Commission), it is the new combinations of policy groupings and emerging patterns of knowledge input that are important to assess, rather than specific policy changes, in order to understand significant nuances around the policy change process.
I will first analyze the potential change in policy discourse and hypothesize that the OMC influences policy discourse at multiple levels. At the European level, giving the full decision making power to the countries provides the Commission with the added incentive to move forward with developing European research policies, referring to the interests of and pressures from the Member States. At the national level, the involvement of high level government representatives in the European policy discussions makes possible a higher level of attention to the OMC process and its results nationally. In addition, experts involved in the process gain firsthand policy relevant information (best practices, strategic policy approaches) that might serve useful purposes and create increased competitive advantage to a country. Collected and disseminated knowledge (ideas and concepts) can enter policy debate gradually and have the potential to influence the policy debates when opportunity arises (Kingdon 1995 Then, I will examine the nature of policy networks. As noted by Ansell and Gash (2008) , in collaborative governance new relationships are built among people who would ordinarily not talk to each other. The OMC process creates a situation where people from diverse contexts get engaged in a dialogue, developing trust, tolerance, and understanding among one other. I hypothesize that OMC discussions create new policy networks at multiple levels. I analyze how these networks among country experts and European Commission representatives are established and how these networks contribute to gradual change in policy making.
Finally, I seek to analyze if and how mutual learning happens. For learning to occur, participants need to be engaged in a task which they are capable of and in which they possess expertise (Ansell and Gash 2008) . The specific institutional design (ground rules for collaboration) contributes to the process. As noted by Heritier (2002) , usually groups that feel they have had a legitimate opportunity to participate are likely to develop a commitment to the process. The learning component is seen as an interaction where participants not only listen and ask questions of the experts, but also interact actively with one another around an issue. As a result of the collaborative policy dialogue, shared identities, meanings, new heuristics, and innovative policy solutions can emerge (Innes and Booher 2003) . I hypothesize that learning occurs at the individual level through collaborative process when participants can explain their learning experience and describe specific examples on new knowledge gained.
Overall, the theory is useful in providing an alternative view on how to examine a policy initiative that is aimed at facilitating a dialogue and encouraging ownership of the policies among various stakeholders. As noted by Ansell and Gash (2008) , policy makers might be more favourable to collaborative governance where they expect a difficult implementation process, as is potentially the case with the OMC in research policy. The categories stated above provide the analytical framework for examining the contributions of the OMC process in the development of the EU's research policy.
Methodology
This study employs a case study strategy to examine the contributions of the OMC to the overall dynamics of policy making in the field of research policy. In this field, the EU Competitiveness Council has appointed the ERAC (European Research Area Committee, formerly CREST) 1 to oversee the implementation of the OMC. The ERAC is composed of the Member State representatives and the European Commission representatives that collaboratively make decisions on its activities. As one of its activities, the OMC in research policy has been implemented through a formation of theme-based expert groups. During yearly cycles, the Member States propose and the Commission endorses policy topics that would enhance mutual learning in various areas of research policy. Each Member State then nominates its area experts (typically mid-level policy makers within the relevant Ministries) to participate in the expert groups. The group has a significant freedom to operate. The group first has to select a Chair, then decide on its working methodology and agree on its expected outcomes. At the end of each cycle, working groups report back to ERAC, which draws conclusions and formulates policy recommendations. Typically, final policy recommendations are distributed among all Member
Comité de la recherche scientifique et technique, EU's Scientific and Technical Research Committee
Review of European and Russian Affairs 7 (2), 2012 9 States (not only the participants of the group) in order to ensure a larger policy impact. Over the years, the topics for discussion have included public research spending, coordination of the Structural Funds and the Framework Program, internationalization of research and development (R&D), effectiveness of fiscal measures stimulating R&D, and intellectual property rights, among others. Selected OMC expert groups are set in the centre stage of the study, making possible an assessment of the broader effects of the OMC process, rather than simply assessing the guidelines, the level of indicators or the achievements of the National Action Plans (three other initiatives in the OMC process).
The "Structural Funds and the Framework Program" (Group 1) and "Internationalization of science and technology (S&T)" (Group 2) of the OMC have been chosen as case studies for several reasons. First, both topics stimulated debates where complex and diverse national interests emerged, making the dynamics and power hierarchies among participating country experts especially apparent. The "Structural Funds and the Framework Program" expert group aimed for efficiency by encouraging the use of two European level financial instruments to support research initiatives. Newly joined EU Member States were eager to develop their infrastructure, especially in rural areas, and were not ready to integrate these two instruments, which they saw as representing opposite interests in regards to the older European Member States. The second group, working to develop EU strategy for international research collaboration, also had varied national interests represented in terms of potential research partners from third countries. Second, the time frame between the expert group meetings (Group 1 meetings were held in 2006, Group 2 meetings were held in 2006-07 and final policy recommendations provided in 2007 and 2009 ) make it possible to analyze the broader impact of those recommendations. Third, both groups were looking to influence policy making not only at the national level, but also at the European level, providing impetus for analyzing developments at both levels in regards to the contribution of the OMC.
This study has focused on collecting qualitative data on the OMC process. Such information is crucial in order to better understand and analyze the nuances in this policy approach. Two main methods and data sources have been employed. The first step involved content analysis of the OMC expert meeting reports and country-specific reports as examples of successful research cooperation initiatives. A content analysis has been carried out, identifying several themes concerning the nature, focus, and targets of these strategic documents (Weber 1996) . Document analysis informed the basic understanding of the nuances in the OMC process (which countries/experts participated; the mandate of the working groups; the process and methodology used; the nature of the policy recommendations). Built upon the document analysis, the experts were identified and an interview protocol was designed.
The second step involved conducting semi-structured telephone interviews with country experts participating in the CREST OMC working groups. All participants with publicly available email addresses listed in the CREST final policy reports were invited to participate. That included experts from the 25 EU Member States and associated countries (N=42) and also representatives from the European Commission Directorate General (DG) Research and Innovation (N=8), involved in the groups as facilitators. A total of 19 country experts out of 15 Member States and associated countries were willing to participate in the study, and three European Commission facilitators were available. The telephone interviews were contacted in spring 2011 and spring 2012. The interviewees represented the following countries: Austria (1), Belgium (2), Czech Republic (1), Estonia (1), Germany (2), Greece (1), Hungary (1), Italy (1), Lithuania (1), Netherlands (2), Norway (1), Portugal (1), Romania (1), Spain (2) and Sweden (1).
Among the country experts there were nine men and ten women, most of them working as government officials (typically in Ministries of Higher Education and Research). The interviews were used to clarify how the OMC process is viewed to be contributing to policy making and what factors were perceived to be shaping the process. As participation in the group was voluntary for the countries and policy recommendations had a non-binding nature, the threat that participating individuals would tend to overemphasize the importance of their participation, is minimal. Several informants were critical, referring to the lack of direct policy outcomes of their work.
In addition, in-person interviews with five European Commission policy makers (Head of Units (2) and mid-level administrators (3) from three Units: ERA Policy; Economic Analysis and Indicators; and Skills) within the DG Research and Innovation were conducted in Brussels during summer of 2012. These interviews with key informants were used to identify the broader policy developments over the past decade taking place in the European Commission DG Research and Innovation as a result of the OMC.
The interviews, 2 on average of 50-minutes in length, were recorded and transcribed. Collected data was organized, coded, and analyzed following usual procedures (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Strauss 1987) . Categorical themes were determined (open coding), establishing patterns of themes (axial coding, selective coding) and developing generalizations from the information provided through the interviews (Creswell 1998 ).
Findings
The empirical findings are analyzed first with respect to securing authentic dialogue-an environment necessary for the learning to happen. The presence of two important factorsdiversity and interdependence-will be explained to demonstrate the complexity of the policy setting. Then, the following three main categories, proposed by collaborative governance theory, will be analyzed: restructuring policy networks, restructuring policy discourse, and promoting collective learning. The intention is to explain how the OMC has contributed to and indeed changed European research policy.
Creating an Authentic Dialogue
The OMC can be characterized as a dynamic, diffuse and time consuming process, where the outcomes are extremely challenging to predict and influence. Policy making in the OMC mode is an environment where diversity and interdependence meet. The diversity that is represented in the process is threefold. First, the EC policy makers are trying to direct the process according to the EU's strategic directions. Second, there are country experts, sharing their professional field based expertise, on the one hand, while promoting their country's political views as national representatives, on the other hand. Third, as individuals, the experts bring to the process their own unique personal characteristics, which can also significantly shape the policy outcome. As one EC policy maker reflected:
It's difficult, very many different agendas get mixed up. Ultimately, it depends on people. Sometimes you can have a dominant personality playing a strong leading role 2. Please note that the author preserved the original language of interviewees, thus the quoted excerpts may include some minor grammatical errors.
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and you end up with a more successful process. Then you get some other group where there is a detractor, somebody who is pulling things back. So the success or failure is not dictated just by pure institutional arrangements that are put in place, but people, ultimately things get done by people.
Country experts noted the influence of political interests in the process: I was representing [country] and of course also the national interests play an important role here. /.../ You need to avoid the fragmentation of national efforts. And our main interest was getting new ideas from other countries to help [country] .
A different view from a country representative emphasized the contribution of a professional opinion that might have been different from the country's official standpoint:
I talked from my own professional experience. On my part, I was pretty high up in the hierarchy, so I could say what I thought was right, but I wouldn't bet on that my government would have the same opinion than I had.
Participating members were aware of their interdependence in taking the policy development forward. Experts in the OMC group saw a potential for enhancing policy coordination in Europe as a result of a mutual contribution based on shared values. Several participants were concerned about fragmentation of European level research policy. Most governments of the Member States are committed to create the European Research Area and enhance Europe as a region through research and innovation initiatives. The idea that European level policy coordination is important serves as one example of a shared policy belief among the country experts. The following comment is representative:
[W]e felt that it was time for a more systematic approach [at] the EU level to avoid the duplicity and segmentation. Because there were some activities at the Member States level and some things done by the European Commission, but nobody in fact knew what the other side was doing.
As stated above, most of the country experts involved in the OMC expert groups really were seeing the value of the OMC process helping to enhance the policy coordination. They actively contributed their knowledge and were concerned when the outcomes of their work were not clearly translated into visible policy change. However, not all participants were actively involved in the policy learning process as noted by several informants. According to several EC representatives, the resistance from some of the Member States towards contributing to the general vision for EU's research policy is still very much apparent. However, that did not come up when talking to participating country experts. The following quote is illustrative:
Then you also have different biases that different Member States bring to the table, you have some countries where all the officials maybe are instructed to take part in these types of processes but not necessarily contribute in a proactive manner but to use it more as basically intelligence collecting exercises. So they can then act in the "real" policy circles knowing what's going on, in order to minimize the EU's agenda.
There are several important factors in creating an authentic dialogue based on diversity and interdependence. As noted by Innes and Booher (2003) , stakeholders are often accustomed to concealing their interests and engaging in positional bargaining, rather than in honest discussion. It is important to create an open environment based on trust where diverse opinions are represented. The role of the group Chair is crucial in this process. The Chair must manage discussion so that participants feel comfortable and safe in saying what is on their minds even if they think others will not like it. According to the participant, that was mostly the case:
I think it was a very well-balanced group. Everything worked on equal principles. It was never a case that somebody wanted to talk but was not allowed. No, that wasn't the case at all.
The Chair of this group, [name], he is really a dynamic guy with lots of ideas and what was really important, he is working for an Executive Agency of the [country] government. So he knows all the concrete problems that you have in the field, also when it comes to more practical implementation of the policies. But he is a very dynamic person with lots of ideas, so I think that in the process he was a real driving factor in the whole group.
The fact that the dialogue evolved not only around best practices, but sometimes also around policy failures is another indication for an authentic dialogue. It was noted that the debate and the level of honesty in the group depended very much of the individual participants:
Certain people, they were very…, they talked about how things didn't work. That I liked. That was not of course country dependent, it depends on a people. (country expert)
As the recommendations were non-binding and participation voluntary, the participants could speak freely and in most cases represent their own professional knowledge. The following quotes illustrate the nature of the authentic dialogue: I enjoyed the debates and arguments and the way reasoning was done. It was something very exciting.
It was rather smooth, the whole procedure of decision-making process in the group. We had not many differences and even if we had some differences, for example on the final report, and the wording, we were trying to find some solution on the wording by eliminating the most sharp differences, so we could live with the final outcome.
This complex policy environment, where diverse and sometimes conflicting interests meet, demonstrates why immediate policy results in European research policy have been slower and less visible than expected by some. The process, however, has had distinctive outcomes, characterized by change in policy discourse, rearrangement of policy networks and collective learning. These changes provide the prerequisites that enable broader shifts in policy making to take place.
Shaping Policy Discourse
The start of the OMC process marks a significant change in the broader development of the EU's research and innovation policy. The OMC was introduced and applied to research policy three years after the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy, in 2003. As noted by Van Vught (2010) the OMC created an additional context for European policy making in the field of research. Up until 2003, the European research policy had a very limited scope and was mostly operating in the cycles of the Framework Programs (FPs), providing financial resources to the Member States based on their research proposals. The OMC process served as a trigger for the start of a gradual shift for the DG Research from operating as a funding agency towards becoming a policy developer and leader for shaping the European Research Area. An EC policy maker reported: Research policy at the EU level was largely sort of monolithic affair. About every five years a new FP was adopted and the only policy discussion was what is the next set of thematic priorities going to be to fund research. So basically research policy at the EU level revolved around funding instruments and so the policy was no more than just a tactics or the strategy of the funding agency.
With the start of the OMC process, the Member States were provided with the formal and politically authorized setting to actively participate in the development of EU research policy. An opportunity to work via OMC created high expectations among the EC policy makers as well. It was seen as a process leading to results in areas where the Commission had no legal power for interfering. As in the field of research the power of the EC to shape national level policies was quite restricted and the hopes for the OMC to shape the policy developments in all of the areas were high. As an EC policy maker recalled: "basically the OMC when it was first applied to research was seen as THE way of doing policies beyond funding a research".
One of the first and significant policy discussions marking the change in policy discourse involved the issue of human capital-the researchers. Researchers' mobility was thoroughly discussed with the country representatives with respect to recruitment challenges, social security issues, visa problems, and training opportunities. This discussion produced several policy documents that were adopted by the Commission including the development and endorsement of "The European Charter for Researchers" and "The Code of Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers" -two policy documents promulgated in 2005. 3 This shift in policy discourse was regarded by the EC expert as follows: You see, this was already something… that there was clearly a development of something a little bit more sophisticated than just a funding program.
In addition to developing several new policy documents that helped to guide and govern the implementation of European research policy, the early steps taken through the OMC process triggered noteworthy organizational changes at the EU level as well. One example of this is a setting up of a European level discussion forum aiming for developing large-scale research infrastructure projects -ESFRI (European Strategic Forum for Research Infrastructures). As noted in the comment below, the process did not involve representatives from every Member State (probably due to a limited resource capabilities), nevertheless it was a step towards facilitating collaborative policy discussion that eventually led to over thirty different research partnerships with diverse pan-European interests represented.
They were putting in place a strategic forum called ESFRI -European Strategic Forum for Research Infrastructures. /…/ ESFRI and the whole process that has kicked off, has led to a gradual development in a project of a EU level that is really improving the efficiency and the effectiveness with which Member States set about developing a new scale of research infrastructures. (EC policy maker) Some evidence on the shift in policy discourse at national level as a result of the OMC is also apparent. For example, a representative from Hungary described the lengthy process of getting people to think about possible collaborative synergies along the lines of research innovation when applying for infrastructure funding. This shift happened as a result of organizational change, where a specific administrative body was set up to coordinate the most efficient use of finances. One expert recalled:
I think it took about three or four years to have this coordination body set up. But finally it happened./…/ The aim was to coordinate and build synergies between the programs [Framework Program and the Structural Funds] and of course coordinate the funding./…/ It is really difficult, it was a totally different mindset to coordinate these effects because the purpose [of these programs] was totally different. After establishing this Coordination Body, the situation certainly improved. People began to think about the different sources of funding and the different purposes.
Another expert from Sweden recalled how the participation of the OMC expert group drew attention and raised the topic of research funding above the other discussion topics related to research. As a result of active participation in the OMC group, the variety of ways in which the funds could be used to better facilitate innovation became apparent and triggered intense policy discussions at the national level. The expert recalled:
The most important was that people started a long time discussion after many years when we discussed the next FP and the next SF. How could we do this better this time. I am not sure we have been successful but it is a little bit higher up in the agenda compared to the last time when we were working with the FP.
Several experts noted that participation in the OMC process helped partially strengthen or give an incentive for better focus of a policy discourse taken at the national level. For example, the expert from Germany noted that knowledge received from the OMC survey and subsequent discussions were applied to the further development of their national internationalization strategy in R&D. The same was confirmed by the expert from Austria. A representative from Norway argued that in this work, they were expecting to strengthen the international cooperation dimension of their national policy directions:
There was an expectation and potential for [country] to move from the more sort of initial ways of making international cooperation to a more deep and a more long term cooperation with larger commitments.
These examples illustrate the contributions OMC has made towards initiating policy discourse or strengthening an existing policy conversation both at the European and national level. Organizational change, inserting and maintaining focused policy discussions, initiating collaboration among diverse stakeholders, and taking the leading role in enhancing the European research policy are just some signals of the impact the process has had. Clearly, the OMC has not been the sole mechanism for enhancing research policy in Europe, but it has definitely triggered several significant developments that cannot be ignored.
Shaping Policy Networks
The findings show that the OMC process marks a novel way of establishing networks of experts and policy makers that did not exist before. These networks serve as additional channels for distributing information horizontally (among the area experts but also among the policy departments within the Commission) and vertically (between the EC and national Ministries). This information includes knowledge of each other's needs and capabilities, as well as discovering ways for further collaboration. As noted by Gornitzka (2010) , interaction between sectors that are built on different principles is a fundamental dynamic of change. Eventually it can result in radical change if goals, interests, understandings, and actors from one sphere occupy another.
The intent to develop research policy that would be responsive to a wide array of policy issues and is based on increased cooperation, could be regarded as an operation on different principles. The start of the OMC process created a situation where the Commission had to provide leadership for initiating broader policy discussions, a role that DG Research had not fulfilled before. This created a situation where cooperation and additional knowledge from other units and departments in the Commission was needed. As an informant recalled:
You suddenly had an array of policy issues where DG Research, in order to try to move ahead with EU research policies, found itself now in building up linkages and dialogues with a lot of the other policy departments in the Commission. Something that it didn't have up until that point. There was no real sort of discourse with the other because DG Research has and still is considered to be a baby, an infant, something that is only beginning to grow, in terms of policy.
On one hand the DG Research experts had to start building linkages among the relevant policy units, but on the other hand it began to facilitate processes where Member States representatives could get together for knowledge-sharing purposes. One of the first settings that were created for that purpose was the ERA-NET scheme-a virtual network of national research councils, working voluntarily to enhance cooperation in areas of research and innovation. An EC expert who was involved in setting up this process emphasized the value of such an initiative:
We established ERA-NETs as a way to help public authorities to discuss among themselves, not at the level of diplomats, but at the level of the program managers in the Member States. They actually never met before, these guys! The ERA-nets were quite successful because they allowed people to share practices, how do you design, how do you implement, how do you evaluate program, how do you launch a proposal, what criteria do you use? And this whole thing at a very working level broke ice and allowed convergence of practices.
Another example of strengthening policy collaboration between the Member States and the EU is the establishment of the Strategic Forum for International Collaboration (SFIC) Advisory Bodyan instrumental outcome of the policy recommendations made by the OMC expert group in "Internationalization of R&D with Third Countries." The Forum is currently composed of highlevel political representatives of the Member States and the European Commission. It aims at facilitating further development, implementation, and monitoring of the international dimension of European Research Area for joint research initiatives with partners outside Europe.
The country experts' view on the OMC initiatives where opportunities were provided for creating a space for policy discussions and learning has been seen as most positive. Several experts emphasized the benefit of meeting each other through the working group:
One of the good things about this group was that we met. We had this opportunity to meet each other and to discuss common problems, which we had and decide how to go together or how to plan cooperation.
The most important thing is that the networking not only between the Member States but also with the Commission officials, so you have that knowledge how expertise is shared and this is the most important thing in this exercise.
The discussions provided them with a chance to share their experiences, get to know each other, and openly discuss relevant issues. Many of these discussions apparently resulted in further strategic collaborations. Interdependence from each other's resources and knowledge helped to pave way to productive joint initiatives:
With the Germans and the Dutch we developed very strong ties. We even used one of their programs, so we had a lot of talk on how it worked and what were the conditions and how it was different in [country] and what we could do about it. (country expert)
There is an example among Romanian-German cooperation in India. Some part of this shared contract will be done in Romania and some in Germany. You don't have to double the effort to gain something. (country expert) Clearly, the OMC has served as a start for further horizontal collaborations. If the need arises, area experts know who to contact, where to search for additional information or expertise, and how to act collaboratively. Experts have created a powerful network that is held together by shared knowledge and contacts created through the OMC. Collaborative policy making has become the principal policy making model in research policy. The creation and maintenance of a professional network provides a framework for an expert to be involved in the epistemic community that helps building legitimacy to influence and shape policy discourse (Haas 1992 ).
The initiative taken by the DG Research for broader cooperation has lead to a situation where other units have begun to notice the developments taking place in research policy. The broader EU level policy discussions gradually began to include research and innovation initiatives among their strategic goals to fulfill the general vision for the region. In the Europe 2020 strategic policy document, research and innovation is included as one of the flagship areas for securing economic growth. This goal could be fulfilled through vertical collaboration, where individual experts play an important role in disseminating knowledge and gradually shaping mutual understanding for further steps needing to be taken for policy enhancement.
Collective Learning
In a collaborative dialogue, stakeholders and the views they represent can learn about one another's interests and problems, and they can change the way they view their own interests (Connick and Innes 2001) . Hartlapp (2009) notes that OMC instruments provide distinctive contributions to learning, differentiating among 1) learning from one's experience, 2) learning from the experience of others, and 3) learning with others in a problem-solving setting. The findings indicate that policy learning in OMC working groups takes place in all of these categories.
Learning involved not only hearing what others were doing, but also becoming more knowledgeable of one's country's policy approach in comparative perspective. Evidence from learning from one's own experience was mentioned in regards to the groundwork that needed to be done when preparing for the meetings. The expert discussions involved a significant amount of preparation (collecting and synthesizing data, preparing presentations, and providing data and feedback based on their country-specific knowledge). These preparations provided a means to understand one's own situation better and then compare it with others. As was noted by one informant, this process involved engaging with the task and then "learning by doing" occurred:
We made presentations of national policies and national instruments, and initiatives in the research cooperation area, and that formed the basis for a discussion on similarities and differences regarding the approach to internationalization of research. /.../ I think it was very useful to benchmark of what we are doing in [country] .
We provided information on what we do in [country], how we do it and why we do it. We presented the whole policy framework that provides direction to our efforts in the internationalization of research, we also presented some experiences in certain areas./…/ It was a very useful experience.
Learning from the experiences of others was stated as a crucial motivating factor in participation at the working group. The experts gained knowledge in terms of learning about the policy ideas of others, processes that might have led to a policy result and the specific programs that others have successfully introduced. The following quote sums up the various learning expectations that came together:
There was an interest to learn how do they apply international collaboration, international programs for instance. What are the objectives behind the instruments, the tools to implement international cooperation.
The informants provided several concrete examples of the ideas that in their opinion were useful to take on board. The cases, for example, included new ideas on how to enhance research cooperation in future:
We took ideas on board for example from France, Switzerland and UK. There were ideas in particular on science diplomacy, which influenced our thinking.
We took some ideas on board that we experienced from other countries, how they organize it. Especially with science councilors, we didn't have or we only had one science councilor, I think, we put more emphasis on having science councilors in other countries as well.
Learning about the processes involved several examples of know-how on how best to set up new programs or how to conduct productive lobbying in the EU circles to get a policy idea through:
In the case of the OMC group on fiscal measures where there was a very fruitful exchange, really detailed information on how fiscal incentives measures were set up in the different Member States. (EC policy maker)
In the expert group I learned, for example, how to promote our research capacities in the best way in Brussels because it is no use to promote just your own capacity, but you must join forces with the others, the other countries, so now we work usually together. (country expert)
There were a few examples of program learning where, during meetings, the expert was convinced that research cooperation with a particular country was important and needed to be enhanced. Based on the experiences of other Member States, where a specific cooperation was regarded as beneficial, the idea of initiating a new partnership was expressed "India should be one of the target countries for us, it was one of the target countries of this working group of internationalization."
The OMC primarily operates based on learning from the experience of Member States using best practices and benchmarking. However, a few references were made regarding learning not only from the best practices, but from the policy failures as well. Hearing about the failures was something not often discussed in the group. Understanding the factors and mechanisms why a policy approach did not succeed, was regarded as crucial for learning experiences. As a country representative reflected: I was particularly very happy when somebody told about their failures. They talked about how things didn't work and why they didn't work. /…/ Because sometimes you can learn more from the failures then from the successes, what didn't work.
Collaborative learning experiences were apparent not only among the country experts; the participants of the Commission also found the experience equally enriching. Their learning included testing out policy ideas and being knowledgeable about the specific situations in the Member States in order to make suggestions and further policy recommendations. As the capacity to collect current information in a rapidly changing environment is essential, first-hand contacts with member state representatives provide valuable means for doing that. Several comments by the Commission representatives made this point:
For a Commission it was also an informal forum, a kind of test its own ideas in front of Member States in an informal way, especially as I said as we were preparing commissions communication. So we tested some ideas with the Member States.
Anything that has been generated in the OMC is de facto relevant to EU policy. We have to know our Member States, we have to know the policies and so on.
Learning with others is regarded in terms of created mutual understanding among participants, developing reciprocity, and collaborative relationships. The importance of mutual learning was expressed in terms of creating ownership of the policy ideas and recommendations. Several informants noted the value of creating shared standpoints:
It is important [to facilitate learning]. What we need to do is… we need to get ownership of the agenda into the hands of the people of the Member States, that's what ultimately going to make things happen at the local and regional level. And if you don't have that ownership, you can forget it.
People share the agenda, they own the thing, and then there is a collective willingness and understanding about what it is that needs to be done.
Overall, the findings point to the collective acceptance and ownership of policy ideas. Therefore, the improved capacity for innovation should be regarded in terms of pooling knowledge, gaining the ownership of policy recommendations, and a better understanding of the diversity of views, all necessary requirements for taking the development of the EU's research policy forward. That can happen only in mutual collaboration and contribution by the Member States.
Conclusion and Discussion
This paper focuses on analyzing the contributions of the OMC expert groups to the EU's research policy through mutual learning activities. The main critique of the OMC has been that due to its "soft-law," voluntary and non-binding character, it does not affect the Member States' polices and policy making. As there are no significant sanctions involved, other than peer pressure and naming and shaming, the Member States' governments are not committed to follow the policy recommendations. The argument often made is that there have been no concrete indications of change in national policies. Nevertheless, Member States and the European Commission representatives have expressed an interest to continue with policy learning, as they find it a useful and flexible means to harness the benefits of cooperation (Warleigh-Lack and Drachenberg 2011) . This paper argues that the impact of the OMC process should be understood in terms of less visible and broader changes in the dynamics of policy making. The paper examines changes in terms of restructuring policy discourse, restructuring policy networks and promoting collaborative learning. At the beginning of this paper, a tentative hypothesis was presented suggesting that diversity and interdependence enhance an authentic dialogue. The findings indicate that the diversity and interdependence found in the policy environment are significant conditions for policy learning and policy change to happen. The variety of opinions and experiences made the process enjoyable as the experts engage in the debate and a process of learning. The fact that experts discussed not only best practices, but also policy failures indicates that the trust was built among the participants. Another factor indicating the presence of an authentic dialogue is the fact that everybody had an equal opportunity to speak and was listened is. Clearly, the role of the Chair in handling the process is very important. As the group needed to come up with the final policy solutions, interdependence is present when aiming for a solution. This outcome correlates with Gornitzka's (2010) suggestion that differences in stakeholders' views, interests and goals serve as a fundamental driver for policy change.
The second hypothesis suggested that the OMC process influences policy discourse at multiple levels. The findings reveal that there has occurred a change in policy discourse both at the European level and at the national level. The most visible change resulting from the OMC expert group discussions was apparent in a shift towards initiating broader policy discussions at the Commission. The input received through the OMC discussions from the Member States served as a trigger in becoming more than just a funding agency, but providing strategic policy directions for taking the EU level research policy forward. In the national dialogue there were also perceptions indicating heightened attention towards the topics discussed in the OMC working groups as well as strengthening policy discourse that had been recently taken by governments. These developments indicate how ideas distributed through OMC policy conversations have the power of fostering policy ideas further. The question remains how the balance of policy interest is maintained so that the view of every participant is equally respected and represented.
The third hypothesis that proposed formation of new policy networks through the OMC process got confirmed. The OMC expert groups serve as one of the mechanisms for establishing unique policy channels for distributing policy relevant information. Area experts and policy administrators in the field of research policy did not have the opportunity to meet each other and discuss practices before. These contacts seemed to continue in several cases after the group work had officially ended. These OMC expert groups have allowed information to flow horizontally between governments of the Member States, between area experts and the Commission policy makers from different units. They have also enhanced vertical information flow between the Commission and the Member States. Experts as professionals participate in the process to build up professional knowledge, which allows them to increase their authority locally. For the EC representatives, the involvement of diverse stakeholders helps to project the idea of inclusiveness and transparency in decision making.
Research and innovation policies have been sensitive discussion topics among the EU Member States for decades. Scientific cooperation has been traditionally viewed as enhancing the competitiveness of the nation states where Member States are not eager to hand decision making capacity over to the European Union (Gornitzka 2009 ). The fourth hypothesis stated the presence of learning through the OMC. Through collaborative learning practices, Member States have expressed openness to share ideas and talk about challenges through their participation in the OMC initiatives, an activity that was absent before. Evidence was presented in terms of learning about policy ideas, programs and processes that have contributed towards policies at national level. Overall, the most important contribution of the OMC expert groups is that it provides a formal setting where diverse interests can be presented, discussed and learned from. In this process of collaboration, the participants build trust, become aware of the various arguments and gradually build common understanding, necessary for taking a policy dialogue forward. As noted by Innes and Booher (2003) the processes of collaborative dialogue helps to create a more adaptive and intelligent policy system in general. To conclude, the OMC might not have created visible immediate shifts in terms of policy change, but it has definitely built a strong foundation for policy transformations in the future.
